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Newman: (Perspective on the Word Logos)
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David Newman*

ow does Christian leadership
differ from secular leadership?
Must Christian leaders be
obeyed without question?
Only one text in the New
Testament might suggest this: “Obey
your leaders and submit to their
authority. They keep watch over you
as men who must give an account.
Obey them so that their work will be
a joy, not a burden, for that would be
of no advantage to you” (Heb. 13:17,
NIV).
The Greek for obey (peitho) means
“to persuade, to win over” The obedience suggested is not by submission to authority but resulting from
persuasion. This is the sense in which
it is used in Galatians 5:7 and
Romans 2:8. It is significant that Paul
chose this word rather than the more
common hupakouo, which he uses
for obedience to God in Hebrews 5:9
and 11:8. It is used also of obedience
to Christ of natural elements (Matt.
8:27; Mark 1:27); of the disciples to
Christ (Luke 17:6); to the gospel
(Rom. 10:16) to parents by children
(Eph. 6:1); to masters by servants

(Eph. 6:5); and to sin (Rom. 6:12).
The word submit (hupeiko) is
used in Hebrews 13:17 for the only
time in the New Testament. It means
“to retire, to withdraw, to yield ” In
classical Greek it described soft and
yielding substances. The root idea is
not “to give in,” but “to be disposed
to yielding.”
The usual word for “submit” or
“be subject to” is hupotasso, primarily a military word meaning to rank
under, to put in subjection to. (See
Hebrew 2:8; Ephesians 5:21; James
4:7.) Again, Paul did not use this
common word for submitting to
authority.
Hebrews 13:17 is an important
text for servant leaders. It can be
translated this way concerning the
church: “In your relationship with
those who are your leaders and
guides to godliness, be sure you
maintain a yielding disposition, and *
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The leader has no “authority” as we
generally use the term, and he seeks
no such power. As the servant of the
Lord, the spiritual leader in the body
of Christ seeks only to woo and to
win others to obedience to the sole
head of the church, Jesus Christ.
Servant leadership is often hard
to understand. If it were not radically different from all other types of
leadership, there would be no point
in calling it servant leadership. Servant leadership asks, “Do people
grow as persons under my guidance?
Do they become freer, more able to
think and to act for themselves?”
Servant leaders are perceived as willing to give their life for their people.
Servant leaders are not protective of
their own rights and prerogatives.
They leave these things to God.
Hebrews 13:17 is powerful because it emphasizes the persuasive
rather than the coercive in leadership. If the Holy Spirit is leading the
body of Christ, consensus will develop, unity will prevail, and success
will be assured, since Christ, rather
than any individual, will be seen as
the Leader.
□

remain open to their persuasion”
The passage continues: “For they
keep watch over you as men who
must give an account. Be responsive
to them so that their work will be a
joy, not a burden, for that would be
of no advantage to you.”
With this insight, the whole tone
of obey changes. The “authority” of
the leader is seen not to be some
right to control, but rather only the
right to influence the choices of
brothers and sisters over whom the
leader keeps watch. No wonder the
servant of the Lord must not quarrel
but be gentle.
Since Christ is the head of the
church, only He can command absolute submission. Surely, then, His
servants work under His leadership
to portray Christ’s love in their own
ministry. Without power to demand
response, with only the servant’s
resources of a godly life and a living
Word to share, the servant-leader
must do nothing to make it more difficult for an erring disciple to yield to
instruction or correction. Ultimately
the choice to respond is entirely that
of the person being ministered to.

‘“You know that the rulers of the Gentiles lord it over them, and their
high officials exercise authority over them. Not so with you.
Instead, whoever wants to become great among you must be your
servant, and whoever wants to be first must be your slave—
just as the Son of Man did not come to be served, but to serve, and to give
his life as a ransom for many.’”—Matt. 20:25-28, NIV.
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